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Abstract 
This paper examines the history and geography of international academic mobility to 
Germany in the second half of the 20
th
 century by using the example of the Fellowship 
Programme of the German-based Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. Drawing upon 
recent writings on international scientific relations and the geography of science, the essay 
explores how the number of visiting scientists and scholars as well as the related 
geographic and disciplinary patterns have developed over time, and how potential 
variations in numbers, regional patterns and disciplines are related to world politics, 
different national political agendas, socio-economic conditions and the international 
attractiveness of research in Germany. The focus is on a discussion of three interrelated 
developments in their political, economic and scientific contexts: Firstly, a growth in 
number and change in profile of applicants and Humboldt Fellows in the first four decades 
of sponsorship, followed by a decline in the number of applications and fellows since the 
end of the Cold War. Secondly, a shift in subjects from an emphasis on the humanities to a 
dominance of the natural sciences and engineering. Thirdly, a growing number of the 
researchers’ home countries and a shift in regional patterns of origin. Based on a particular 
focus on the development of scientific relations with Russia and East Central Europe, it is 
illustrated that international scientific interaction is strongly mediated by varying political, 
economic, cultural and scientific contexts in the home and the host country as well as by 
subject-related collaborative cultures, thus lacking an inherent international or global 
dimension. It is pointed out, however, that the relationship between international scientific 
exchange and politics is not a simple one. The essay concludes by discussing its findings in 
regard to the spatial dimension of scientific work and interaction. 
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1 Introduction1 
In times of a growing international knowledge economy, the international circulation of 
scientists and scholars is of topical interest to modern nation states and individual academic 
institutions. It seems to play a key role in efforts towards internationalisation in higher 
education, for maintaining a strong research capacity and for related long-term effects on 
international relations, economic competitiveness and social development (see, e.g., 
ALTBACH 1989; BLUMENTHAL et al. 1996; OECD 1996; WINDHAM 1996; JÖNS 2002b). 
Despite the important meaning of international academic mobility for research and 
teaching as well as for the economy and society more generally, little is known about how 
modern nation states are embedded within the international circulation of academics. This 
includes basic questions such as the way in which international patterns of research-driven 
mobility vary according to country and field of study, how the geographic and disciplinary 
patterns have developed over time and how potential variations are related to world 
politics, to different national political agendas and to the international attractiveness of 
particular nations and scientific cultures as places to pursue science and research 
(TEICHLER 1996, 339, 345 ff.; LIVINGSTONE 1995; see also DÜWELL 1983; BITZ 1996; 
WINDHAM 1996; KOSER and SALT 1997; SALT 1997; GLEBE and WHITE 2001). 
By mapping the countries of origins and disciplines of visiting researchers in 
Germany in the second half of the 20
th
 century, this paper begins with exploring these 
questions and thus hopes to contribute to a better understanding of the interrelations 
between international scientific exchange, political geographies and different scientific 
cultures. Doing this, the paper takes up a line of inquiry elaborated by David LIVINGSTONE 
(1995; 2002) in his most recent outline of a geography of science. 
Due to a lack of data on all visiting researchers in Germany, the analysis concentrates 
on the Fellowship Programme of the German-based Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. 
This sponsorship programme began in 1953 and, in terms of numbers, has been the most 
                                                          
1
  This text relates to research work sponsored by the German Research Foundation (DFG) as part of Project 
ME 807/18-1. Anonymously-given data from the Humboldt Foundation on their sponsorship programmes 
form an important basis for this work. I am very grateful to the Humboldt Foundation for providing these 
data. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the German-Hungarian Symposium held in 
Heidelberg on October 17-19, 2002. I am very grateful to Professor Peter Meusburger for inviting me to 
be part of this event as well as to Professor József Nemes-Nagy and Ákos Jakobi for their initiative, time 
and effort to publish the presentations. I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to Yvette Tristram 
for helping with the editing of the English text. 
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important programme for long-term research stays by foreign researchers to German 
institutions of higher education and non-university research institutions (JÖNS 2002a). The 
Humboldt Fellowship Programme is particularly well-suited for analysing the historical 
and political geographies of international academic movements to Germany, because 
researchers from all countries and disciplines are encouraged to apply for Humboldt 
Fellowships and in terms of selection, there are no pre-determined quotas in regard to 
specific countries or subjects (see section 3).  
After a brief review of state-sponsored scholarship in Germany in the post-war period 
and the basic characteristics of the Humboldt Fellowship Programme in the period 1953-
2001 in the second section, the third section will examine the geographies of international 
scientific exchange by Humboldt Fellows in their political, economic and scientific 
contexts. This analysis is essentially based on assessments of the application and 
sponsorship data provided by the Humboldt Foundation’s database, the Foundation’s 
Annual Reports for the years 1953/54 to 2001, and additional reports written on the 
occasion of anniversaries. The historical details largely draw on the Deutschland-Chronik 
by LEHMANN (1995) and the post-war history by KIELMANSEGG (2000), while a summary 
of academic developments in Germany after WWII is given by WEINGART (1998). JÖNS 
(2002b) provides a review of interdisciplinary research on academic mobility and 
international scientific relations. The essay concludes by discussing its findings in the 
context of recent writings in science studies and geography on the spatial dimension of 
scientific work and interaction. 
2 State-Sponsored Scholarship in West Germany 
The role of travel in the production and dissemination of scientific knowledge and 
understanding is of such importance that modern nation states, in the course of the 
nineteenth century, began to provide financial support for academic mobility to serve their 
socio-economic, political and cultural needs (HEFFERNAN 1994). In Germany, for example, 
the first Alexander von Humboldt Foundation was established in Berlin in 1860 with the 
objective of sponsoring young German academics to travel abroad. After losing its capital 
in the great inflation and ceasing to function in 1923, it was re-established in 1925 with the 
aim of supporting the studies of foreign academics and doctoral students in Germany. This 
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work continued during the National Socialist period until the German Empire collapsed in 
1945 (AVH 1984; 1993). 
At the end of WWII, German higher education and research was in a desolate state. 
Between 1933 and 1945 several thousand academics had been forced to leave Germany in 
an unprecedented exodus and others had been killed in concentration camps. German 
universities were less integrated into the international circulation of scientists and scholars 
due to the restrictive influence of National Socialist ideology and policy, and the effects of 
war. While the first international academic contacts after the war were mainly re-
established between individuals, a process in which emigrants played an important part 
(LITTMANN 1996), the founding of the third and present Humboldt Foundation by the 
Federal Republic of Germany on 10 December 1953 belonged in a phase of reawakening 
institutionalised international academic relations. This phase had already begun before the 
Federal Republic of Germany was founded and was characterised by the re- or initial 
foundation of intermediary and academic organisations, such as the German Academic 
Exchange Service (DAAD, 1950) and the Goethe Institute (1952). 
By financing visits to Germany by young foreign academics, the Humboldt 
Foundation devoted itself to a special form of foreign cultural policy. Foreign guests were 
supposed to have the opportunity to gain their own picture of Germany. This was 
particularly important in the post-war period so that trust in the country and in German 
research and teaching could be rebuilt via direct personal contacts. Sponsoring foreign 
guest researchers also offered ways of bringing various academic disciplines up-to-date in 
an international context and encouraging academic research at home. 
The call for applications for Humboldt Fellowships started in December 1953. In 
order to disseminate information about the programme, all German foreign missions 
received written notification. The first post-war Humboldt Fellows were selected in June 
1954 and arrived in the Federal Republic at the beginning of October 1954. Until the early 
seventies, the Fellowship Programme was the Foundation’s major business, and it has 
continued to form the essence of its work up until the present day.  
Humboldt Fellowships allow highly-qualified, young foreign scholars to carry out a 
research project of their own choosing at a research institution in the Federal Republic. As 
a result of a continuous increase in the qualification of applicants that can be related to 
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Germany’s reintegration into the scientific community and the rebuilding of scientific 
resources after WWII, the formal application requirements of the programme have been 
modified several times: Originally the age-limit for an application was 30; in 1973 it was 
raised to 40. At about the same time, a doctorate became a pre-condition for application. 
The average age of Humboldt Fellows rose from 31 years in the first sponsorship decade 
(1954-63) to 34 years in the fifth decade (1994-2001).  
 
Figure 1:  Applications for Humboldt Fellowships, 1954-2001 
 
 
Source:  Humboldt Foundation’s database; author’s compilation. 
 
During the first 50 years there were more than 50 000 applicants. Of these, roughly 20 000 
from more than 130 countries received sponsorship for an average of 17 months in 
Germany. The steadily growing numbers of applications, Humboldt Fellowships and 
countries of origin in the first four decades of sponsorship2 reflect the development of an 
increasingly open society and, together with the growing qualification and age of 
applicants, a gradual reintegration of Germany in the international scientific community 
                                                          
2
  The decades of sponsorship considered in this essay are 1954-63, 1964-73, 1974-83, 1984-93 and 1994-
2003. The last decade includes data through 2001. 
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after WWII. Both processes were reinforced by German contacts of a growing number of 
visiting researchers (figure 1). 
3 Changing Geographies of International Academic Mobility to Germany 
The Humboldt Fellowship Programme is by far the largest sponsorship programme for 
long-term research stays by foreign researchers to German research institutions and also the 
most prestigious German fellowship programme for visiting scholars below 40 years of age 
(JÖNS 2002a). It is particularly well-suited for analysing how world politics, national 
political agendas and the international attractiveness of a national scientific system and its 
research institutions mediate international scientific exchange. This is because researchers 
from all countries and disciplines are encouraged to apply for Humboldt Fellowships. Their 
application can therefore be interpreted as the result of their professional and personal 
interests mediated by the opportunities and restrictions of their specific place of work and 
residence at a certain time.  
The main criterion for selection is the candidate’s academic qualification. This is 
assessed in the context of the general research situation in his or her country of origin. 
There are no quotas or priorities with regard to nationality or discipline. Hence, the 
application and sponsorship data for Humboldt Fellowships, both being comparatively 
analysed in this paper, provide insights into international academic interest in Germany 
over the past 50 years and allow inferences to be drawn on significant international 
political events, changing political and economic conditions in the countries of origin (e.g., 
travel permission), and the concomitant changes in bilateral relations to the Federal 
Republic. In the following, these relationships will be traced along the most important 
developmental lines and interpreted decade by decade. The focus will be on two related 
questions: Where did the visiting scientists and scholars in the second half of the 20
th
 
century come from? How did these international contact patterns develop over time, and 
how can the variations in numbers, regional patterns and disciplines be explained? 
3.1 Integration into the Western Community of States 
In the Fifties, West German academic life was characterised by the endeavour to regain the 
trust of foreign academics in German institutions and people, to recall exiled academics, to 
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re-build the infrastructure of research, and to reintegrate into the international circulation of 
academics. Accordingly, a research stay in Germany was mainly attractive to young 
academics from developing and threshold countries as well as to those from industrialised 
countries with a comparable, though relatively moderate academic level. During the first 
decade (1954-63) most applications came from India (12%) and Japan (11%). With more 
than double the success rate of India in the selection, Japan had the largest percentage of 
Fellows. Both were followed by several states located around the Mediterranean, namely 
Greece, Turkey, Egypt, Yugoslavia, Spain, and Italy. The relatively high level of applicants 
and Fellows from South America is related to traditional academic relations going back to 
Alexander von Humboldt as well as special cultural bonds with Germany due to the high 
percentage of people of German descent. 
 
The sponsorship figures show that the Federal Republic’s integration in the West, 
went hand in hand with Western orientation in academic relations (figure 2). During the 
first three decades, the number of Humboldt Fellows from the United States grew 
continually while the first Fellows from the Soviet Union came after 1970 and from China 
after 1979. However, due to the influence of WWII and differing academic resources, 
especially in the sciences, the percentage of Fellows from the United States remained 
relatively small during the first decade compared to the following decade. The same holds 
true for the United Kingdom and France. 
In the first year there were 253 applications from 35 countries. The pre-determined 
financial framework made it possible for about a third of these to be chosen. This was 
already in line with the average success rates in the first five decades of sponsorship (figure 
1). However, there have always been significant differences in approval rates by home 
countries that are related to differences in research conditions and the intensity of interest. 
Looking at the ten countries with the most applications in the period 1954-2001, the 
approval rates ranged from about 20% (India, Egypt) to 50% (Australia, United Kingdom, 
Japan, United States, France) (table 1). 
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Table 1:  The twenty most frequently-represented countries of origin in the Humboldt 
Fellowship Programme by decades 
 
Code* 1954-63 1964-73 1974-83 1984-93 1994-2001 1954-2001 
 A F R A F R A F R A F R A F R A F R 
IN 567 121 21 774 177 23 2258 462 20 1785 284 16 1463 345 24 6847 1389 20 
JP 520 247 48 1003 433 43 1218 586 48 940 440 47 463 247 53 4144 1953 47 
US 168 50 30 764 280 37 1302 619 48 1171 610 52 688 355 52 4093 1914 47 
PL 13 8 62 286 118 41 1176 422 36 1924 408 21 298 122 41 3697 1078 29 
CN       547 184 34 1204 332 28 1637 617 38 3388 1133 33 
SU          1626 498 31 858 357 42 3076 1037 34 
EG 264 68 26 484 103 21 487 95 20 359 43 12 241 41 17 1835 350 19 
YU 260 88 34 642 178 28 254 73 29 423 103 24 181 72 40 1760 514 29 
TR 277 79 29 251 70 28 388 113 29 307 63 21 151 43 28 1374 368 27 
CZ 1  0 734 283 39 64 29 45 426 131 31 146 57 39 1371 500 36 
I 189 74 39 175 55 31 274 111 41 283 135 48 256 129 50 1177 504 43 
UK 72 25 35 226 95 42 369 180 49 316 160 51 182 102 56 1165 562 48 
BG 1  0 305 111 36 236 76 32 454 84 19 152 52 34 1148 323 28 
F 65 19 29 111 44 40 158 71 45 397 192 48 369 190 51 1100 516 47 
EL 413 93 23 228 63 28 224 52 23 153 49 32 61 24 39 1079 281 26 
E 242 64 26 167 51 31 162 77 48 240 109 45 189 97 51 1000 398 40 
RO    472 164 35 177 61 34 187 37 20 139 49 35 975 311 32 
HU 26 17 65 134 57 43 211 93 44 417 180 43 144 59 41 932 406 44 
KR 138 38 28 140 33 24 239 63 26 205 55 27 130 51 39 852 240 28 
AU 38 17 45 129 63 49 201 113 56 221 120 54 191 109 57 780 422 54 
* Country code according to ISO 3166, in the case of EU member countries SEC(96)1820; SU = former Soviet Union, 
1994-2001: sum of successor states; YU = former Yugoslavia, 1994-2001: sum of successor states; 
CZ = former Czechoslovakia, 1994-2001: sum of Czech Republic and Slovak Republic; 
A = Applications; F = Humboldt Fellowships; R = Approval rates. 
 
Source:  Humboldt Foundation’s database; author’s compilation. 
 
The first Fellows came from 25 countries on five continents and were spread throughout 
Germany at ten institutions of higher education and eight other research institutions. At the 
beginning, the majority of these visiting academics were doctoral students holding 
bachelors or masters degrees whereas, by the start of the Sixties, the proportion of doctoral 
students, post-docs, and professors was roughly equal. From the Seventies onwards, the 
competition for doing research in Germany had become so tough that applicants without a 
PhD were rare and usually came from countries where it was either not possible to take a 
doctorate at all or only attainable after a long academic career. 
By the end of the Fifties, the number of applications had almost tripled. This is 
because the awareness of Humboldt Fellowships had increased and the socio-economic 
situation in the Federal Republic had become more stable. Part of this rapid development 
was due to the academics themselves, who returned to their own countries after spending 
time researching in Germany and acted as multipliers, as well as to the increasing personal 
networks of German academics abroad. 
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Figure 2: Humboldt Fellows by country of origin, 1954-2001 
 
 
Source: Humboldt Foundation’s database; author’s compilation. 
 
3.2 Making Contact with Eastern Europe Despite the Cold War 
The beginning of the Sixties saw the Cold War come to a head with the Cuba Crisis and 
the building of the Berlin Wall that cemented the division of Germany. The Humboldt 
Fellowship Programme experienced a significant drop in applications around 1962 which 
can be seen as a reaction to these developments. There was uncertainty in many countries 
which led to changes in travel conditions. 
In the period following the settlement of the Cuban conflict, which brought about the 
first improvement in relations between East and West, a larger number of applications and 
Fellows from the Socialist states of Eastern Europe can be observed. This development 
reached a peak in 1968 during the reforms of the Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia. During 
that year, this relatively small country submitted by far the most applications for the 
Humboldt Fellowship Programme (19%). After the violent quashing of the reform 
movement by the invasion of troops from five Warsaw Pact states, the number of 
applicants and Fellows from Czechoslovakia initially remained quite high. In the wake of 
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stricter political demarcation vis-à-vis the West in the Seventies, however, exit permits and 
hence academic exchange relations with the Federal Republic were severely restricted. 
The first phase of détente in the East-West conflict saw a relatively large number of 
applicants and Fellows from South Eastern Europe (e.g., Yugoslavia 1962-68, Bulgaria 
1967-76, Romania 1968-74). By contrast, academic contacts with Hungary and Poland 
remained at a low level during the second half of the Sixties. The first applications from 
Hungary and Poland were received for the academic year 1957/58, in the period of Eastern 
Bloc crisis, triggered off by desalinisation, which led to revolts against the Soviet Union in 
both countries in 1956 and for a short time opened the borders to the West. When the 
revolts were suppressed, however, the Cold War tightened its grip and the Iron Curtain was 
closed until the beginning of the Sixties, a development which was reflected in the 
decreasing number of applicants (figure 3).  
While the number of Humboldt Fellows from Hungary and Poland grew again in the 
first half of the Sixties, the involvement of both countries in the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia and concomitant reservations about the West may have slowed down the 
development of academic relations to Western Germany at the end of the 1960s. In this 
period, Germany‘s economic and cultural relations with East Central Europe, in general, 
suffered from the Hallstein Doctrine (1955-69) according to which the Federal Republic 
had exclusive right to represent the entire German nation. Hence, except for the Soviet 
Union, the government refused to maintain diplomatic relations with states that recognised 
the German Democratic Republic (LEHMANN 1995). 
However, while there were no applications from the Soviet Union in the Sixties, 
figure 3 shows that the fluctuations in applications and visiting researchers from the former 
socialist countries in Eastern Europe were influenced by changes in politics and the related 
attitude towards the Federal Republic of Germany. This was largely the result of domestic 
state agencies acting as important intermediaries between the applicants and the Humboldt 
Foundation. The fact that academic contacts to some of the socialist states in Eastern 
Central and South Eastern Europe were relatively intensive even before diplomatic 
relations were established highlights a complex relationship between state politics and 
international scientific exchange, even in times of the Cold War (figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Applications and Humboldt Fellowship in selected countries of origin 
 
 
Source: Humboldt Foundation’s database an Annual Reports; author’s compilation. 
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During the Sixties, academic relations within Western Europe also gradually became 
closer. For instance, the number of Humboldt Fellows from the United Kingdom rose 
considerably. Following the conclusion of the Franco-German Friendship Treaty (1963), 
noticeably more researchers also came from France, but until the middle of the Eighties 
their numbers lagged well behind those for Fellows from the United Kingdom. A further 
significant increase in total applications for Humboldt support in the Sixties is also related 
to the fact that the interest in spending time on research in Germany developed 
considerably among leading academic nations outside Europe. Based on this quantitative 
growth which was accompanied by ever higher qualifications of the potential Fellows, the 
Humboldt Foundation finally revised it’s statutes and articles in 1965. From this point on, 
the Foundation’s objective was to give academically highly-qualified young researchers of 
foreign nationality the opportunity to carry out research projects  in the Federal Republic 
by granting them a Research Fellowship. Previously, further academic training in the form 
of a study visit had been the main objective. Taking special national practices with regard 
to academic careers into account, a doctorate or equivalent qualification was made a 
prerequisite for receiving a Humboldt Fellowship in the 1970s.  
This revision marked the end of a phase in which the Fellowship Programme had 
gained a clear profile. Similar processes of slowly adjusting to a particular target group has 
also been observed for other sponsorship programmes in Germany (see JÖNS 2002b). Being 
characterised by an increase in number, qualification, age and career stage of applicants as 
well as by the integration of more and more visiting scholars from leading scientific 
nations, this process was shaped by four interrelated developments. Firstly, the 
reintegration of Germany in the scientific community by building up personal scientific 
contacts and recovering trust in German researchers and their work; secondly, information 
dissemination about the programme, partly by the returning visiting scholars acting as 
multipliers; thirdly, huge state investment in research and development that contributed to 
making Germany a more attractive place for visiting researchers; and fourthly, a 
considerable growth in the amount of state funding allocated to the intermediary 
organisations working in the field of foreign cultural policy.3 
                                                          
3
  The Humboldt Foundation’s budget, for example, increased sevenfold between 1960 and 1969. While the 
number of Fellowships initially remained the same, the additional funds were used to make the 
Fellowships more attractive internationally by placing the grants on a sliding scale according to the level 
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3.3 Expansion of Higher Education and Boom in Applications 
The Seventies were characterised by a comprehensive reform of German higher education 
that got underway with the foundation of the German Educational Council in 1965 and, just 
like in other industrialised countries, led to an unprecedented expansion of the tertiary 
educational system. In order to meet the growing numbers of qualified school-leavers and 
undergraduates, many of whom were able to apply for support from the new Federal Law 
on Financial Assistance for Students (BaföG, 1971), numerous new universities were 
founded and new appointments at existing universities were made; as a result, the number 
of academic staff working in German higher education in 1985 was almost eight times 
higher than back in 1950 (WEINGART 1998, 726). This enormous increase in capacity 
meant new potential for international academic relations which was reflected in a further 
growth in the numbers of annual applications for the Fellowship Programme. At the same 
time, the standard figure for Fellowships granted annually gradually increased from 300 (as 
of 1962) to more than 440 (as of 1973) and then to the reference point of 500 (as of 1980) 
Fellowships per year. Despite occasional upward deviations (e.g., after German Unity, 
1991-92), this is still the number granted at the beginning of the 21
st
 century. 
In foreign policy, the beginning of the Seventies was characterised by new policies 
on Germany and the so-called Ostpolitik which reached a temporary climax when treaties 
were concluded with the Soviet Union, Poland, and the GDR. These laid the foundations 
for more far-reaching détente with the Central Eastern European states. The resulting 
establishment of diplomatic relations with Poland was accompanied by a veritable boom in 
applications after 1972 up until 1985 (figure 3). Until the Iron Curtain fell, Germany had 
been a central point of reference in international academic co-operation for Polish 
academics outside the Eastern Bloc, for political, cultural, and economic reasons. 
During the third decade of sponsorship (1974-83) most applications came from India 
(18%), followed by the United States (10%), Japan (10%), Poland (9%), China (4%), and 
Egypt (4%). The Federal Republic had established diplomatic relations with China in 1972. 
However, academic mobility in the framework of the Fellowship Programme only started 
                                                                                                                                                                                
of qualification, covering travel expenses for all Fellows, paying family subsidies, allowing Humboldt 
Fellows to spend up to four months of the sponsorship period at foreign research institutions within 
Europe or up to six months at German institutions abroad, and by creating new opportunities for post-
sponsorship support, including various follow-up programmes. 
 14 
in 1979 during the period of economic liberalisation and opening up to foreign trade after 
the death of Mao Zedong. The figures for applicants and Fellows from Egypt were 
particularly high in the late Sixties and early Seventies even though diplomatic relations to 
Bonn had been broken off between 1965 and 1972 after Germany established diplomatic 
relations with Israel (1965).4 
A clear indication that Germany had been comprehensively reintegrated in the 
international academic community of the Seventies was the interest shown by the United 
States, globally the dominant academic centre of the post-war period (BEN-DAVID 1971; 
1992). In both absolute and relative terms, the numbers of applications and Fellowships 
from the United States reached its zenith in the third decade of sponsorship. The favourable 
job situation in the expanding US system of higher education was one of the factors that 
encouraged post-docs and young professors to spend a period of time abroad because there 
would be enough jobs to choose from on their return. For the same reason, the application 
and Fellowship figures for the United Kingdom reached their relative and absolute 
maximum to date in the third decade of sponsorship. 
3.4 Reconstruction Efforts and the Collaborative Cultures of Disciplines 
The disciplinary profile of visiting researchers to Germany between 1954 and 2001 was 
characterised by a significant shift in subject emphasis (figure 4). In the Fifties, most of the 
Fellows came to Germany from fields of work in which research required comparatively 
few human and material resources. While the humanities accounted for about 40% of all 
Fellows in 1954-63, interest in physics, for example, was still very low. Since the research 
infrastructure was still being built, it was also extremely difficult to find sufficient working 
places for physicists. Chemists were the ones most easily able to benefit from the long-
standing scientific tradition of research in Germany since this tradition continued to 
produce six Nobel Prize Winners in chemistry in the period 1950-73 alone. In medicine, 
which had been the most frequently-represented discipline during the first two decades 
(24% and 17%), visiting scholars particularly welcomed practical work at German clinics 
and the opportunity to pursue practically-orientated special training. At the time when the 
Basic Law of the Federal Republic had established itself successfully, jurisprudence also 
                                                          
4
  Only occasional Fellows came from Israel post-1958. In the Seventies, however, Israel became the most 
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played a significant role in the Fellowship Programme. Most researchers in jurisprudence 
came from countries which had adopted parts of the German system of law (e.g., Japan, 
Korea, Greece, Italy, Spain, Turkey). 
During the Sixties and Seventies, increased interest in research visits to Germany was 
most evident in the sciences and engineering. Between the first and third decades of 
sponsorship the total number of Fellowships increased almost threefold. But in the sciences 
it was almost fourfold and in engineering just about fivefold. The major reasons for this 
were growing economic importance and the targeted development of scientific and 
engineering research at institutions of higher education in Germany, at Max Planck 
Institutes, and at state-subsidised major research institutions (e.g., DESY, GSI). From the 
first to the fifth decade, for example, the share of Humboldt Fellows staying at institutions 
of higher education decreased from 90% to 78% as ever more visits were made to Max 
Planck Institutes and major non-university research institutions which began to play an 
important role as international research centres. 
In the humanities, history came to the fore with more than four times the number of 
Fellows in the third decade compared to the first. Growing interest in analysing recent 
German history and the increasing opening up of archives had led to a research boom in 
history at home and abroad. But taking all the humanities together, the sponsorship figures 
had hardly doubled so that their proportion of Fellows as a whole declined. The potential 
for increased applications in this complex of subjects is particularly small as language 
plays a central role in most research projects in the humanities and the number of foreign 
academics with a knowledge of German is restricted.  
The understanding that this shift in subject emphasis is related to the construction of 
new research facilities in the natural sciences as well as to collaborative cultures of 
disciplines in the first place and cannot be simply attributed to the international 
attractiveness of national scientific communities, is of prime importance for recent efforts 
to consider international contacts when evaluating research and teaching in higher 
education (see, for example, DAAD 1997; 2000; 2001). Case studies have shown that the 
scientists’ needs and possibilities to reach out from a place of knowledge production in 
order to communicate and to interact, to work and to mobilise new resources in different 
                                                                                                                                                                                
frequently-represented Near-Eastern country in the Fellowship Programme, followed by Iran. 
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places vary according to the meaning of the geographical context for different types of 
scientific work (see JÖNS 2002b): The more a researcher deals with physically embedded 
and less mobile technical equipment, research objects, people or events, the stronger is his 
or her embeddedness within a particular local context and the more difficult it will be to 
participate in international academic mobility and to continue this kind of work elsewhere. 
 
Figure 4: Main subjects of Humboldt Fellows by decades 
 
 
Source: Humboldt Foundation’s database; author’s compilation. 
 
3.5 The Fall of the Iron Curtain 
In 1980-81 application figures for Humboldt Fellowships reached an initial peak which 
was only surpassed in 1988. This indicates that, in the world political situation at the time, 
the application potential had been exhausted. However, during this period the focal points 
for sponsorship shifted from Asia to Eastern Europe. Between 1980 and 1989 the number 
of applications from India not only decreased for the first time but dropped by almost half. 
There were also a third fewer applications from Japan since Japanese researchers, like 
those from India, orientated themselves more towards the United States. By contrast, 
applications from Poland had doubled in the period 1980-89. And a lot of Fellows also 
came from Hungary which had already embarked on a comprehensive process of reform in 
the 1980s. Comparing the number of students and scholars from Hungary and 
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Czechoslovakia studying and working abroad in the Eighties, MEUSBURGER (2001) 
suggests that Hungary’s advantage in the transformation process to a capitalist market 
economy of Western European style results partly from the fact that a higher proportion of 
the new Hungarian elite, promoted in the Nineties, had gathered international experience 
and established important personal contacts in Western European countries in the Eighties. 
A boom in applications also came from France in the 1980s, which therefore became the 
EU country with the highest number of applicants and Fellows. 
When at the end of the Eighties Mikhail Gorbatchov, President of the Soviet Union, 
introduced a new era of reforms in the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact with his demands 
for Glasnost (transparency) and Perestroika (reshaping), the way was opened for largely 
peaceful political change in the Eastern Bloc states and the unification of Germany, which 
came about on 3
rd
 October 1990. The global political and internal German upheaval which 
followed, sealed the end of the Cold War. It led to enormous changes in the network of 
international academic relations, meant a shift in priorities in German scientific policy 
towards the rebuilding of the East, and also presented foreign cultural policy with new 
challenges. In the Humboldt Research Fellowship Programme, the end of the Cold War 
heralded a flood of applications from the Soviet Union’s successor states and the 
transformation states of Central and South Eastern Europe. This meant that the number of 
applications in 1990-92 reached its maximum to date even though the boom in applications 
in the diverse countries of origin varied with regard to period of time, extent, and duration 
(e.g., Hungary, 1987-92; Poland, 1988-89). In Romania (1991-92) and former 
Czechoslovakia (1989-92), for example, the transformation-related euphoria for scientific 
travel was less strong than during the reform movements in the late Sixties and early 
Seventies. 
All in all, the dramatic rise and fall in the number of applicants and Research Fellows 
from East Central Europe and Russia in the second half of the 20
th
 century reflects shifts in 
official policy towards Germany that had an obvious though complex impact on 
international scientific interaction and thus the production and dissemination of scientific 
knowledge in the second half of the 20
th
 century. 
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3.6 International Competition for Highly Qualified Visiting Researchers 
The political change in the Eastern Bloc broadened the potential for international academic 
co-operation considerably. After initial orientation towards Germany, which historically, 
geographically, economically and culturally was the nearest Western country to aim for, the 
focus of researchers in Central and South Eastern Europe shifted further afield. Many 
young researchers turned towards the countries in the Anglo-American tradition which had 
attractive research facilities and offered the advantage of being able to use English; others 
preferred to stay at home in order to secure the own academic job(s). 
In the second half of the Nineties, there were also fewer applications from other 
countries. This was true, for example, of the United States, Japan, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and South Africa. Therefore, the total number of applications per year dropped 
back to the levels of the Eighties. A multitude of factors contributed to this downturn. 
These are related with a general decentralisation of scientific interaction due to the new 
possibilities resulting from the end of the Cold War (see, e.g., BARNETT and WU 1995; 
JÖNS 2002b) as well as with other international trends and particular national 
developments. For instance, the range of fellowships on offer world-wide has become 
vastly greater, and the consequences of the previous drop in the birth-rate in highly-
developed industrialised nations means there are fewer young academics available. In many 
countries, graduates preferred financially more attractive jobs in industry to those in 
academia in the 1990s, while in the United States, for example, the competition among 
post-docs for jobs in academia became so high that in many subjects they would have to be 
present in the job market for interviews and cannot really afford to leave the country for 
one to two years; in particular, this is true because the symbolic meaning of post-doctoral 
positions in the United States, specifically at the large research universities, is still valued 
much higher than working experience in most groups in Europe.  
Since cultural bonds to the host country are also an important factor in deciding to 
spend a longer period of time researching abroad (JÖNS 2002b), in many countries (e.g., 
United States, South America) diminishing biographical connections to Germany and 
Central Europe are responsible for a further decrease in the interest in longer-term stays in 
Germany. This means that in the future other incentives (scientific, programme-related, 
cultural) and the strengthening of personal relationships through exchange programmes, 
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will become ever more important in bringing visiting researchers to Germany. Finally, 
investment in new large research facilities that characterised German science in the 1980s 
(JÖNS 2002b) stagnated in the first half of the Nineties due to Aufbau Ost, i.e. the 
restructuring efforts of German higher education and research in the new Länder; and it has 
also to be taken into consideration that the end of the Cold War as well as the unification of 
Germany constituted an exceptional historical situation that may have influenced the 
decision to spend a post-doc or sabbatical in Germany as much as financial considerations 
and scientific interests, thus providing another example for the strong impact of cultural 
issues on the question of whether a research stay abroad comes about (JÖNS 2002b). 
Apart from the drop in total applications to the level of the 1980s, a growth in 
applications from the Asian countries China and Bangladesh and a renewed increase of 
interest from India could be traced in the Nineties. This trend of Asia’s growing importance 
in academic exchange was also observed by BARNETT and WU (1995) in their comparison 
of the international student exchange network in 1970 and 1989. As a result of 
economically and scientifically booming places, China heads the current rankings for the 
fifth decade (1994-03) both in relation to applications and Fellowships. Concurrently, the 
African states Nigeria and Algeria showed quite considerable interest for the very first 
time. Egypt was still the most frequently-represented African country with regard to 
applications whereas Nigeria actually received more Fellowships. 
In order to consolidate Germany’s position in the network of international academic 
relations and to strengthen the internationalisation of higher education and research, 
different science policy measures have been introduced since the end of the Nineties, 
including new sponsorship programmes for academic mobility and an international 
advertising campaign for Germany as a place to pursue science and research (e.g., DAAD 
1997; 2000; AVH 2002). These efforts reflect a broad public awareness of the significance 
of visiting researchers in times of an increasing international competition for highly 
qualified researchers, scientific knowledge and understanding, research funds, scientific 
infrastructure and academic reputation. They also underline the need to identify the 
mechanisms that shape geographies of international scientific exchange in various places 
and disciplines. 
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4 Conclusion 
Examining the history and geography of international academic mobility to Germany in the 
second half of the 20
th
 century by using the example of the Humboldt Fellowship 
Programme reveals a strong influence of varying political, economic, cultural and scientific 
contexts in Germany and the countries of origin. Above all, the numbers and related 
geographic and disciplinary patterns of visiting scientists and scholars have been shaped by 
the reintegration of Germany into the international academic community after WWII, the 
politics related with the Cold War and an increasing international competition for visiting 
researchers in the post-Cold War era.  
In the 1950s, the process of reintegration was based on the stabilisation of the socio-
economic situation in the Federal Republic, the recovering of trust in German research and 
on information dissemination about particular sponsorship programmes. The Seventies and 
Eighties were marked by huge state investment in research and development and a 
considerable growth in the amount of state funding allocated to organisations working in 
the field of foreign cultural policy. All these developments were related with a continuous 
increase in applications, Humboldt Fellowships and countries of Fellows, a growing 
qualification, age and career stage of applicants, the attraction of more and more visiting 
scholars from leading scientific nations and a shift in disciplinary profiles of Humboldt 
Fellows from an emphasis on the humanities to the dominance of the natural sciences and 
engineering. 
The late Eighties and early Nineties were characterised by a boom in applications at 
the end of the Cold War, mainly from the Soviet Union’s successor states and the 
transformation states of Central and South Eastern Europe. However, since the mid-
Nineties, a dwindling of interest in research stays in Germany can be observed for several 
countries in various sponsorship programmes. While this development has intensively been 
discussed in a broad public debate as a possible indicator for declining international 
attractiveness of German higher education and research (see a summary in JÖNS 2002b), 
the foregoing analysis pointed to a complex bundle of relevant international and domestic 
developments that are not directly linked with the quality of research in Germany. They 
rather need to be understood in terms of an exceptionally strong interest in Germany during 
the unique historical situation of unification. Furthermore, the decentralisation of 
 21 
international scientific contacts after the fall of the Iron Curtain and various country-
specific developments contributed to an increasing international competition for highly 
qualified visiting researchers. 
In East Central Europe, the Cold War led to a reduction in scientific relations to the 
Federal Republic. This resulted mainly from restricted travel permissions and a pre-
selection process of applications to the Humboldt Foundation by intermediary agencies 
under the control of powerful, centralised states. However, in times of political reform that 
led to an opening towards the West, researchers from East Central Europe showed a huge 
interest in visiting Germany. Altogether, the dramatic fluctuations in the stream of visitors 
from East Central Europe and Russia in the period 1954 to 2002 illustrate that scientific 
interaction is strongly mediated by the geographies of international politics and national 
political agendas, thus lacking an inherent international or global dimension. However, the 
interpretation of regional sponsorship data showed that the relationship between 
international scientific exchange and politics is not a simple one.  
Considering these findings in the light of recent writings in geography and science 
studies (see, e.g., HARAWAY 1988; LATOUR 1987; LIVINGSTONE 1995; 2002), it finally 
becomes clear that sponsorship of international academic mobility does not complement 
what is assumed to be the inherent internationality of science: On the contrary, sponsorship 
creates internationality in the first place. Academic findings can only attain an 
international, objective, universal character by moving from one place to another, by 
recruiting supportive resources in other places, and by proving themselves and being 
accepted in new contexts.  
However, if different political and economic conditions as well as subject-related 
collaborative cultures strongly mediate the scientists’ needs and possibilities to reach out 
from a place of knowledge production in order to communicate, to interact and to mobilise 
new resources in different places, the production and dissemination of scientific knowledge 
and understanding largely depends on the creation of opportunities for cross-border 
interaction. In some places and disciplines such a support of academic mobility is more 
important than in others. 
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